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Cedar Rapids Packinghouse Workers in the CIO
by Gregory Zieren
NOTICE:— All members of Local Industrial 
Union No. 51 are requested to attend a Special 
Mass Meeting, Monday night December 12th. 
at the Z. C. B. J. hall, meeting called at 8 P.M.
PURPOSE:— The purpose of this meeting is 
for the members of Local Union No. 51 to de­
cide by VOTE whether they will continue to 
work or STRIKE.
REASON FOR STRIKE:— We believe all mem­
bers are acquainted with the facts, we are sure 
the Management is aw are of the REASON.
REMEMBER:— All members are requested to 
be present, ask for your strike ballot at the door, 
and only members will be admitted.
8  P. M . Z. C. B. J. HALL
C e to  Rapids PackmghOT*
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Members o f United Packinghouse W orke rs  o f Am erica, Local P3 in Cedar Rapids, show union solidarity by 
d istributing potatoes to  packinghouse w orkers in another tow n  (circa 1960). Previous page: Detail from  P3 union 
meeting (circa 1940) and strike bulletin (inset, circa 1937). (Union local P3 was tem pora rily  called No. 51.)
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A chapter in Iowa’s econom ic and laborhistory ended  in April 1990 when the Farmstead Foods packinghouse in Ce­
dar Rapids closed its doo r for good. O nce the 
largest slaughterhouse in the state and the 
city’s largest employer, the plant had opened 
in 1870 as the Sinclair Packinghouse. Wilson 
& Company took over the plant in the 1920s 
and operated it until the early 1980s as one of 
the flagship plants in the company.
rh e  Cedar Rapids packinghouse won na­
tional attention as one o f the founding locals 
of the CIO ’s (Congress o f Industrial O rgani­
zations) Packinghouse Workers O rganizing 
Committee (PWOC) in the  mid- 1930s. 
Union local P3, as it was known for over fifty 
years, was founded in 1933 when Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal invited workers 
to organize under the protection o f the 
NRA's (National Recovery Adm inistration) 
Blue Eagle. H undreds of the early industrial 
unions were organized during  the first opti­
mistic m onths of the New Deal, but most 
failed to establish perm anent organizations. 
P3 was one o f the few exceptions nationwide 
and one of only two major locals in the 
meatpacking industry. P3 kept the spirit o f 
unionism alive in the industry until the great 
organizing drives of John  E. Lewis and the 
CIO in the late 1930s succeeded in signing 
up workers in steel, autom obiles, rubber, and
meatpacking.
In Iowa, CIO-sponsored unions captured 
headlines during the Maytag strike in New­
ton, and during sitdown strikes by women 
laundry workers in Des Moines and Ot­
tumwa, packinghouse workers at Swift’s in 
Sioux City, and farm equipm ent workers in 
the Quad Cities. Cedar Rapids packinghouse 
employees were typical of the kinds of work­
ers attracted to the CIO in the 1930s. Mostly 
semiskilled or unskilled, o f im m igrant stock, 
often poorly paid with little or no job secu­
rity, they were considered unorganizable by 
y line union leaders. T he success of 
the Cedar Rapids packinghouse workers in 
organizing and sustaining a local union 
made them a force to be reckoned with in the 
industry.0
I he stories of working people, union lo­
cals, and ordinary citizens are often lost to
the passing of time and the fading of m em ­
ory, but Cedar Rapids packinghouse workers 
have preserved their history. U nion records 
are now stored in the State Historical Society 
of Iowa archives in Iowa City. More im por­
tant, the story of a key packinghouse union 
local has been preserved through the  efforts 
o f the Iowa Federation o f Labor (AFL-CIO). 
I he federation sponsored perhaps the most 
com prehensive effort yet by a state labor fed­
eration to capture the history o f its labor 
movement. I he Iowa Labor History OralJ
Project conducted  over n ine hundred  inter­
views with union members, their families, 
and supporters in every conceivable trade in 
every corner o f the state. In addition, the 
project collected scores o f shelf feet o f union 
records, newspapers, m em orabilia, and pho­
tographs. The project, with financial support 
from the International B rotherhood of 
Teamsters and the U nited Autom obile Work­
ers (UAW) is a unique effort paid for by 
union m em bers to create one o f the finest 
state labor archives in the U nited States. 
Shelton S trom quisfs Solidarity and Survival: 
An Oral History of Iowa Labor in the Twentieth 
Century (University of Iowa Press, 1993) is the 
most recent and am bitious study ever under- 
taken to use the collection and docum ent the 
story of Iowa labor.
The five interviews that follow com e from 
the same collection, but they focus exclu­
sively on the experience o f dedicated union 
m em bers at the Wilson plant during  the hey- 
day of the CIO from the mid-1930s until the 
m erger with the AFL in 1955. The interviews 
(done in 1978 and 1979) address early orga­
nizing attem pts, working conditions, wo­
m en's work, the influence o f wartime, the 
1948 strike, and the necessary adjustm ent in 
the 1950s to a new pattern of labor-manage­
ment relations.
Milo Barta__________
U n i o n  P i o n e e r
I he late Milo Barta served as president o f the 
new union local at Wilson's packinghouse
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th roughout most of the 1930s. He had 
started to work there at age fourteen  as a de­
livery boy du ring  World War I, and was one of 
the workers involved in the unsuccessful 
strike in 1921. T h roughou t the G reat Depres­
sion Barta worked closely with the founder 
and  leading figure in the new union, Lewis 
Clark.
The most im portan t challenge the new 
union  faced in 1933 was a workforce divided 
by language, ethnicity, and hostility from  the 
company. As Barta recalled, “At that time 
there was lots o f packinghouse people, 
people of all nationalities and  walks of life. 
T here was Bohem ian Czech people down 
there, and Germ ans. W hen you had a mix­
ture o f people like that, it was hard  to get 
them  organized. Some of them  d idn 't under­
stand when you were talking to them  in 
American, so you 'd  have to almost get an in­
te rp re ter that spoke the Czech language. 
T here was a lot o f Czechs in the Lower End 
down here at the time. In fact, it was a com-
munitv that was all born  and  raised in this/
little area here. But we got ou t o f the diffi­
culty primarily because there was a fellow by 
the nam e o f Ted Lubacek that used to run  a 
Czech newspaper here, and  he used to talk to 
them  for the union. So, we finally got these 
people to understand that we were trying to 
go to work and  build a labor organization. O f 
course, in the m eantim e, the  packers were 
preparing themselves because they were try­
ing to set up com pany unions and things like 
that. In the plant the com pany used to bring 
their head m en around  and  they’d stop at a 
departm ent and talk to the people and  tell 
them  why it was just the wrong thing to do to 
have people thinking about a labor organiza­
tion when you're being treated so well. Those 
were difficult times because you cou ldn 't get 
a labor organizer to com e inside the plant 
and talk to you. You had to do that going 
from one house to ano ther at n igh t.”
For eight m onths after the union was 
started in August 1933, com pany m anage­
m ent claimed that onlv a small fraction of the
J
workforce had anything to do with the union. 
For that reason, Wilson Sc Company refused 
dem ands for negotiations or recognition. In 
o rder to dem onstrate to m anagem ent that
the union had won the allegiance of most 
workers in the packinghouse, the leaders 
called a strike in May 1934.
Milo Barta described the reaction of m an­
agem ent when almost all o f the one thousand 
production  workers went out on strike: “The 
superin tenden t at that tim e d idn 't think that 
those people were so loyal to the organiza­
tion tha t they would go on a walkout. He was 
just flabbergasted, and he walked am ong the 
crowd. I Ie was just standing there shaking his 
head, and  he ju st d idn 't know what was hap­
pening, that the people betrayed him  and 
walked out and  left him  there  w ithout having 
anybody to operate  the p lan t.” T he union 
had dem onstrated its appeal to workers, but 
an incident in 1935 showed that m anage­
m ent had  not been persuaded to deal with 
organized labor.
“You know the com pany put a m an here in 
the Wilson plant that was a spy working for a 
detective agency,” Barta continued. “He was 
right am ong us people there getting all the 
inform ation. I Ie had a room  up at the YMCA 
and he was runn ing  everything through a 
typewriter and sending it in to headquarters, 
until some of our union people got next to 
him. T he com pany gave this guy an excep­
tionally good job so he could have the run  of 
the whole entire plant and be able to talk to 
everybody and anybody at any time. But the 
people were pretty skeptical of him and were 
watching him quite a time until they caught 
him. The way they found him  out was to talk 
to his b ro ther w ithout letting him know who 
they were. The guy was worm ing himself up 
in one of the positions in the local union so 
he could get closer into the office there. Of 
course, after his b ro ther went to work and 
spilled the beans, this guy was automatically 
kicked out o f the plant. But the company 
knew what was going on there at all times be­
cause they put him there. T hat was how they 
were trying to beat you dow n.”
Also in 1935 union leaders in Cedar Rap­
ids launched the Midwest U nion of All Pack­
inghouse Workers, a new organization inde­
pendent o f o ther labor unions. Lewis Clark, 
Milo Barta, and m any o ther m em bers o f the 
Cedar Rapids local volunteered to travel to 
l)es Moines, Waterloo, Mason City, Daven-
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Milo Barta (seated under framed picture) was president o f the local during the 1930s. He confronted language 
barriers (m an/ w orkers still spoke only Czech) and management’s hostility. (Photo circa 1948)
port, Omaha, and  o ther packinghouse cen­
ters.
Barta recalled his organizing experiences: 
Some of the reception we got to the organiz­
ing was cold. Like I say, people were afraid 
I hey felt threatened and a lot o f them  was 
told they were going to lose their jobs or have 
some mishap o f some kind. T here was a lot ol 
things that was being done to try to throw la­
bor organization off the track. W hen we went 
into a new town we always had contacts, and 
then we’d talk to these people. We’d prob- 
ably be around for a couple, three days. In 
that period of time we got a chance to talk to 
five or ten people. And the next time we 
come around, we had a group. T h a t’s the way 
we used to go to work and get contacted 
around. So that way it d id n ’t take very long 
when everybody pitched in and done their 
share of soliciting. It wasn’t very long but 
what the group started com ing up and we 
were starting to m ushroom .”
John Wolfe__________
W o r k i n g  C o n d i t i o n s  i n  t h e  
E a r l y  U n i o n  Y e a r s
Packinghouses, then as now, coordinate the 
labor o f hundreds, even thousands of hands 
as they transform  livestock into m eat and 
byproducts. A highly sophisticated division of 
labor has characterized the industry since the 
late n ineteen th  century, creating a host o f 
conflicting interests between m anagem ent 
and labor. M anagement required a flexible, 
efficient, and com pliant workforce to exploit 
the savings created by the division o f labor. 
Workers, on the o ther hand, wanted regular 
employment, recognition of seniority rights, 
and secure earnings. Resolving conflicts over 
the pace and assignment o f work, working 
conditions, and m anagem ent’s treatm ent o f 
labor proved to be a crucial draw in attract-
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Hog carcasses move on a chain above W a te r lo o  
w orkers on the killing f lo o r in 1948 at Rath, another 
Iowa packinghouse.
ing workers to the new organization in the 
early 1930s.
J
John  Wolfe’s story focuses on working 
conditions at W ilson’s during  the Great De­
pression. A farm  boy from M innesota whose 
father butchered hogs, he came to Cedar 
Rapids in 1935 and went to work in the sau­
sage room  grinding fresh meat. He learned 
quickly how working conditions and com­
pany policies could convince workers that 
they needed  the protection that only the 
union could offer. M anagem ent policies an­
gered him almost from  the beginning.
“They’d tell you after you got thirty days in, 
you’d get a two-and-a-half cent raise from sev- 
enteen-and-a-half cents an hour. But when 
you’d worked twenty-nine davs they’d lay you 
off and hire you back the thirty-first to break 
your seniority. So you’d have to start all over 
again. 1 started in 1935 but I d id n ’t accumu­
late no seniority until 1937. It was a mess, I'll 
tell you. The com pany did ju s t as they felt 
like. They d id n 't care. If you d idn ’t like it you
J  J  *
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could leave because there was always plenty 
of people ou t at the gate sitting there  waiting. 
Well, if it w ouldn’t have been for the union, 
don’t know what would have hap p en t < < own 
there. The people were getting thoroughly 
disgusted with the company, espec 1a \ t K 
elderly people.”
After starting in the sausage room , \v>nc 
was prom oted to ham  boning, a  ski t( | ()) 
that required considerable dex ten tv  am 
boning was a job tha t paid  by the P*( ( t  ’ n<)l 
by the hour, so the faster he  w orked the 
more he earned. O n the  o ther han( . i u 
worked too fast, the com pany would cut the
rate and  he would earn  less than before. 
Piecework was opposed by many CIO unions 
because it placed the interests o f the indi­
vidual in conflict with the interest o f the 
group. With the backing o f the union, he was 
able to show workers how to act in the inter­
est o f everyone on the shop floor.
“Well, we d get the ham  from the cutting 
floor and  we'd have to skin it,” Wolfe re­
counted. “Then we’d have to fat it down to 
specifications, whatever they wanted. Then 
we'd have to take the hitch bone out, and 
chisel down the m iddle bone. We'd then take 
the shank bone out, cut around the o ther 
end of the m iddle bone and pull that out. 
T hat way you had a hole in it just the size of 
the m iddle bone. At that time we had a stan­
dard  of nine bones an hour, o r  one every six 
or seven minutes. We had this one boner 
w ho’d do maybe fifteen but he wouldn't do it 
the way we were supposed to. H e’d chop 
them  up. He would never use the chisel on 
the  m iddle bone. T h ere ’d be a big cut and  a 
lot o f meat still on the bone. The o th er ham 
boners, they told him he was going to screw 
up the standards if he kept going like that 
and make us all work harder just to stay even. 
Why d o n ’t he just work a reasonable pace 
and put out better work than he was, instead 
of just tearing it up to get the money? Finally 
he did. He started to see the light, and he 
says, ‘Well, I finally understand what you guys 
are talking about.”'
Collective bargaining over workplace con­
ditions began only in 1941, eight years after 
the union was founded, when the National 
l abor Relations Board com pelled Wilson & 
Company to recognize the Cedar Rapids lo­
cal. Like the Ford M otor Com pany's recogni­
tion o f the UAW, Wilson's gave in on the 
question of recognition because the United 
States was gearing up for war, and large cor­
porations especially stood to benefit from the 
flood o f  war orders. When the CIO signed a 
no-strike pledge for the duration of World 
War II, conflicts in the workplace could only 
be solved by good-faith bargaining, or by the 
quick, informal strikes known as wildcats. 
|ohn  Wolfe rem em bered wildcats as a popu­
lar tool during the war when bargaining be­
tween company and union broke down.
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rate and he would earn less than before. 
Piecework was opposed by many CIO unions 
because it placed the interests o f the indi­
vidual in conflict with the interest of the 
group. With the backing of the union, he was 
able to show workers how to act in the inter­
est o f everyone on the shop floor.
“Well, we'd get the ham from the cutting 
floor and we’d have to skin it,” Wolfe re­
counted. “Then we’d have to fat it down to 
specifications, whatever they wanted. Then 
we'd have to take the hitch bone out, and 
chisel down the middle bone. We’d then take 
the shank bone out, cut around the other 
end of the middle bone and pull that out. 
That way you had a hole in it just the size of 
the middle bone. At that time we had a stan­
dard of nine bones an hour, or one every six 
or seven minutes. We had this one boner 
who’d do maybe fifteen but he wouldn’t do it 
the way we were supposed to. H e’d chop 
them up. He would never use the chisel on 
the middle bone. T here’d be a big cut and a 
lot o f meat still on the bone. The other ham 
boners, they told him he was going to screw 
up the standards if he kept going like that 
and make us all work harder just to stay even. 
Why don’t he just work a reasonable pace 
and put out better work than he was, instead 
of just tearing it up to get the money? Finally 
he did. He started to see the light, and he 
says, ‘Well, I finally understand what you guys 
are talking about. ''
Collective bargaining over workplace con­
ditions began only in 1941, eight years after 
the union was founded, when the National 
Labor Relations Board compelled Wilson & 
Company to recognize the Cedar Rapids lo­
cal. Like the Ford Motor Company’s recogni­
tion of the UAW, Wilson's gave in on the 
question of recognition because the United 
States was gearing up for war, and large cor­
porations especially stood to benefit from the 
flood of war orders. When the CIO signed a 
no-strike pledge for the duration of World 
War II, conflicts in the workplace could only 
be solved by good-faith bargaining, or by the 
quick, informal strikes known as wildcats. 
John Wolfe rem em bered wildcats as a popu­
lar tool during the war when bargaining be­
tween company and union broke down.
H og carcasses m ove on a chain above W a te r lo o  
w orkers  on the killing f lo o r  in 1948 at Rath, another 
Iowa packinghouse.
pany policies could convince workers that 
they needed  the protection that oidy the 
union could offer. M anagem ent policies an ­
gered him almost from the beginning.
“They’d tell you after you got thirty days in, 
you’d get a two-and-a-half cent raise f rom sev- 
enteen-and-a-half cents an hour. But when 
you’d worked twenty-nine days they’d lay you 
off and hire you back the thirty-first to break 
your seniority. So you'd have to start all over 
again. I started in 1935 but I d id n 't accum u­
late no  seniority until 1937. It was a mess, I'll 
tell you. The com pany did just as they felt 
like. They d idn 't care. If you d id n ’t like it you
could leave because there was always plenty 
of people out at the gate sitting there waiting. 
Well, if it w ouldn’t have been for the union, I 
don 't know what would have happened down 
there. The people were getting thoroughly 
disgusted with the company, especially the 
elderly people .”
After starting in the sausage room, Wolfe 
was prom oted to ham boning, a skilled job  
that required considerable dexterity. Ham 
boning was a job that paid by the piece, not 
by the hour, so the faster he worked, the 
m ore he earned. On the o ther hand, if he 
worked too fast, the companv would cut the
ing workers to the new organization in the 
early 1930s.
Jo h n  Wolfe’s story focuses on working 
conditions at W ilson’s during  the G reat De­
pression. A farm  boy from M innesota whose 
father bu tchered  hogs, he cam e to C edar 
Rapids in 1935 and went to work in the sau­
sage room  grinding fresh meat. I le  learned 
quickly how working conditions and  com-
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U nder the banner “ C .1.0. O ver 5,000,000 Strong," Iowa union members attend C IO  convention, Cedar Rapids, 
August 1942.
“Just before Pearl H arbor,” Wolfe related, 
“the com pany set standards for us to do in 
the boning  room , hut then som eone would 
get a wild hair and say they was going to 
change it and come around  and  tell us, ‘Well, 
you got to do m ore than w hat the standard 
requires you to do. If you d o n 't like it you can 
walk o u t.’ So th a t’s exactly what we’d do. 
W e'd go over to the union hall in the middle 
of the day and have a m eeting. I recall one 
time we went over there and  the superin ten ­
dent called us over and he says, ‘You're all 
fired .’ And we says, ‘Well, we got the griev­
ance p rocedure  and we told the forem an that 
we were going to have a departm ent m eet­
ing .’ And he says, ‘Well you 're all fired .’ So 
we just set there, and about an h o u r later he 
called over to the union hall and he says, 
‘W hen are you com ing hack to work?' I told 
him , I says, ‘Well you said we re all fired. How 
are you going to hire us hack? First one 
through the gate or last one?’ ‘D on 't get
sm art,’ he says, ‘Ju st com e hack to work and 
we can iron out ou r differences after you get 
back here .' So we all went hack to work.”
Velma Wetzel_____
W o m e n ’s  W o r k  d u r i n g  
W o r l d  W a r  I I
Before World War II, packinghouse jobs were 
divided into three categories— one for 
wom en, ano ther for m en, and a th ird  for ei­
ther. Women typically perform ed lighter 
tasks that required  m anual dexterity, such as 
bacon w rapping or sausage tying. Most heavy 
labor, skilled work, and better-paving jobs fell 
to men. These job categories, however, were 
not flexible enough during  World War II. 
Never were women m ore in dem and in the
LABOR COLLECTION. SHSI (IOWA CITY)
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Meat cutting requires a steady pace and a sure hand. W ilson  employees, like these at an unidentified packinghouse, 
balanced skill and speed.
packinghouses as military orders strained the 
y ’s capacity, the Lend-Lease Act sent 
American foodstuffs abroad, and the draft 
pulled in most eligible men. Argum ents over 
job categories and  how to fill them  took an 
important place on the agenda of labor-man­
agement relations during  the war.
I he increasing num ber o f women workers 
changed the union as well. Before Pearl Har­
bor, men occupied most leadership positions 
,n the union. During the war women as­
sumed more power as union stewards and of­
ficers. O ne of the first o f the new women 
leaders was Velma Wetzel, who began work at
W ilson’s in 1941.
During the Great Depression Wetzel had 
taken in washing and ironing, and had 
worked as a cook, to make ends meet. She re­
called thinking then, “Boy if I ever got on at 
the packinghouse, tha t’ll be some job. When
I came hom e with my first check for S I6 I just 
had so m uch money I d id n ’t know what to do 
with it.”
She began at Wilson’s working on chitter­
lings and worked her way up the seniority lad­
der. “T hat’s the big intestine in a hog and 
they unravel it. Then you have to put it on a 
pipe and  flush that m anure out. And then 
they clean it and put it in buckets and people 
eat them  down south. If you d id n ’t know how 
to do it, you were just covered with manure. 
You had to use a lot o f water. See, the water 
came down on it from a pipe and you’d have 
ano ther pipe to catch the water coming out 
the o ther end. You had to wear boots, big 
rubber aprons and everything else, but you 
still got sopping wet. You could stand there 
and the water would freeze right on your
boots, th a t’s how cold it was during the win-
**ter.
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Next on the seniority ladder was ano ther 
w om en’s job where heat, n o t cold, created 
horrib le  conditions. “From cleaning intes­
tines von went to the stom ach m achine where/
you washed pigs’ stomachs with this brush 
with ho t water going th rough  it” Wetzel said. 
“1 worked in 120 degree heat, I'll tell you. 
Right in back of the place where we were 
working they had these lard vats, and I’m not 
exaggerating one bit when I say they had 
cockroaches that big. T he cockroaches was 
crawling up  my legs and in my boots and  on 
my head. I’m not trying to m ake a black pic­
ture, it’s the truth . The union president, Joe 
Nemecs, came down there and saw the cock­
roaches and  the tem perature was 120 degrees 
and  we had to work in hot water, and the 
com pany w ouldn’t do a dam n th ing about it."
Seniority was supposed to m ean that work­
ers could advance from  undesirable and 
lesser-paying jobs to better ones, bu t as 
Wetzel discovered, workers had to contest 
m anagem ent to win their rights. She recalled 
fighting for the next step on  the seniority lad­
der: “From cleaning stomachs you went to 
work at the head table. T hat's were they took 
the head down, took the ears off, ripped  the 
snouts off and trim m ed the cheeks. Even 
took the brains out and had to pick the little 
glands out from  behind  the brain. They save 
them. T he pituitary glands. They save every­
thing on a pig’s head, and  th a t’s what we had 
to work on. It was a lot n icer job , though, re­
ally. Sure it was bloody, bu t that o ther job , 
you know, the stomach, was full o f blah. You 
were supposed to get these prom otions by se­
niority but we had to light every inch of the 
way or m anagem ent w ouldn’t honor it.”
M anagem ent insisted on work rules and 
m aintaining strict discipline in the plant, a 
practice most workers viewed as threatening. 
Wetzel recalled, “W hen I came there I d id n ’t 
dare talk to you if you were just this close to 
me. T here were two o f us girls working on 
this chitterling deal, one girl was on one side 
of the pipe and one was on the other, but we 
d idn 't dare sav one word to each other. Wej
d id n ’t dare even go to the restroom . We had 
this one boss and he was around there, prom ­
enading around, and if you got caught talk­
ing to somebody, you’d be liable to get fired.
W hen we finally got our contract, we had to 
go around  and get people signed up for the 
dues check-off, the automatic deduction ol 
union dues from a weekly paycheck. If I 
wanted to sign somebody up I’d catch them
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in the restroom or I’d catch them  outside the 
gate, the majority of the time, because I had 
to be careful on the inside. They were watch- 
*ng me all the time. They watched all o f us 
rcal close because they forbid us to do this
LABOR COLLECTION SHSl (IOWA CITY)
As the m idnight strike deadline approaches, members 
o f UPW A Local P3 in Cedar Rapids w ait in the Czecho­
slovakian Protective Society Hall, March 15. 1948.
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Next on the seniority ladder was ano ther 
women s job where heat, no t cold, created 
ho rrib le  conditions. “From cleaning intes­
tines yon went to the stom ach m achine where 
you washed pigs' stom achs with this brush 
with hot water going through it” Wetzel said. 
“I worked in 120 degree heat, I'll tell you. 
Right in back o f the place where we were 
working they had these lard vats, and  I'm  not 
exaggerating one bit when I say they had 
cockroaches that big. T he cockroaches was 
crawling up my legs and in my boots and on 
my head. I’m not trying to make a black pic­
ture, it’s the tru th . T he union president, Joe 
Nemecs, came down there and  saw the cock­
roaches and the tem perature was 120 degrees 
and we had  to work in hot water, and the 
com pany w ouldn't do a dam n th ing about it.” 
Seniority was supposed to m ean that work­
ers could advance from undesirable and 
lesser-paying jobs to better ones, bu t as 
Wetzel discovered, workers had to contest 
m anagem ent to win their rights. She recalled 
fighting for the next step on  the seniority lad­
der: “From  cleaning stomachs you went to 
work at the head table. That 's were they took 
the head down, took the ears off, ripped  the 
snouts off and trim m ed the cheeks. Even 
took the brains out and had to pick the little 
glands out from behind  the brain. They save 
them. T he pituitary glands. They save every­
thing on a pig’s head, and th a t’s what we had 
to work on. It was a lot nicer job, though, re­
ally Sure it was bloody, but that o ther job,
von know, the stom ach, was full of blah. You/
were supposed to get these prom otions by se­
niority but we had to light every inch of the 
way o r m anagem ent w ouldn 't hono r it.” 
M anagem ent insisted on work rules and 
m aintaining strict discipline in the plant, a 
practice most workers viewed as threatening. 
Wetzel recalled, “W hen I came there  I d id n ’t 
dare talk to you if you were ju st this close to 
me. T here  were two ol us girls working on 
this chitterling deal, one girl was on one side 
o f the pipe and one was on the other, but we 
d id n ’t dare sav one word to each other. We 
d id n ’t dare even go to the restroom . We had 
this one boss and he was a round  there, prom ­
enading  around , and if you got caught talk­
ing to somebody, you’d be liable to get fired.
go around  and get people signed up for the 
dues check-off, the autom atic deduction of 
union dues from a weekly paycheck. II I 
w anted to sign somebody up I'd  catch them
in the restroom  or I'd  catch them outside the 
gate, the majority o f the time, because I had 
to be careful on the inside. They were watch­
ing me all the time. They watched all ol us
real close because they forbid us to do this/
As the midnight strike deadline approaches, members 
o f UPWA Local P3 in Cedar Rapids wait in the Czecho­
slovakian Protective Society Hall, March 15. 1948.
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When we finally got ou r contract, we had to
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signing o f the check-off.”
D uring World War II, when m anagem ent 
pushed to attain unreasonable production 
goals, the workers' only m eans of resistance 
was the wildcat strike. As a union steward, 
Velma Wetzel helped  coordinate wildcats that 
broke out when the channels for resolving 
conflicts between labor and m anagem ent 
broke down: “O ne tim e there  was work for 
five hog shacklers. They put three down 
there  and told them  they had to do the work 
for five. Well, the shacklers cou ldn ’t keep up, 
cou ldn ’t even begin to keep up. So we’d go 
and bargain with m anagem ent, try to get the 
o th er shacklers back down there. So we just 
m ade up our m inds that if they d o n 't get 
those shacklers back down, when the hogs 
are all up at relief time, we just w on’t start 
shackling until m ore shacklers com e down 
there. So we w ouldn’t work. We might even 
get sent hom e for the rest o f the day. We al­
ways stuck together. We’d call a special meet­
ing at the CSPS Hall and  we'd get up there 
and tell the grievance, and we'd have to talk 
the  pros and cons and  decide what we were 
going to do. T hen we’d send the bargaining 
com m ittee back in to see if they’re going to 
get this issue straightened out. If not, we 
w on’t go to work the next m orning. We got 
that strong at the end."
For h e r willingness to stand up for the 
rights o f her fellow workers and her militancy 
in dealing with m anagem ent, the forem an 
nicknam ed Velma Wetzel “The War Depart­
m ent o f the Hog Kill.”
Mickey Lockhart______
T h e  1 9 4 8  S t r i k e
The song “Solidarity Forever" was popular 
am ong recruits to the CIO in the 1930s per­
haps because it expressed what a group of or­
dinary m en and women could accomplish if 
united in a com m on purpose. Solidarity 
sometimes requires sacrifice for the good of 
the whole, a sacrifice Mickey Lockhart and 
her late husband, Tom, learned firsthand in 
the afterm ath of the 1948 packinghouse
strike. For Mickey Lockhart the m eaning of 
solidarity is clear: “If you 're union, you know, 
you stick together.”
Lockhart was a union steward at Wilson's 
for over thirty years. A lthough the company 
had signed a contract that recognized senior­
ity, o lder workers were som etim es not given 
their righ t to bid on jobs ahead of newly 
h ired  people. It was just such a violation of 
the contract that pushed h e r to run  for the 
job o f un ion  steward and  becom e involved in 
un ion  affairs.
“W hen I w ent up  in the bacon room ,” 
Lockhart recalled, “I started at night. I d idn ’t 
have enough seniority for days. They had 
part-tim e workers, and when they come in, 
they picked the scaler’s job . At that tim e scal­
ing bacon was a be tter job. They’d work 
maybe Five hours, and then  when they would 
go hom e, they’d let somebody else have it. 
T he forem an put me on boxing bacon, and 
when it com e time to move jobs— I m ean like 
I had the seniority— they hired some more 
people. They w ouldn’t let me go ahead and 
leave boxing. They was putting o ther people 
ahead o f me. And, o f course, I went to the 
un ion  then. Tom belonged to the union al­
ready, and  I knew a little bit about it. So I 
went to the union and the com pany still 
w ouldn’t move me. So we went to arbitration. 
They had to pay me all them  wages back to 
the time when 1 bid on  the o th er job , see. 
Well, then , right away when the people in the 
bacon room  had a m eeting they voted me in 
for steward. T h a t’s how I got to be steward 
because I kind of stuck up for myself. "
T he occasion that tested the un io n ’s ability 
to stick together came during  the 1948 pack­
inghouse strike that closed the plants o f ma­
jo r  packers th roughout the nation. A dem and 
for higher wages caused the strike; it devel­
oped into a bitter struggle, finally, for the 
u n io n ’s existence. The union local faced seri­
ous problem s simply keeping its m em bers fed 
after the small strike fund was exhausted. 
They asked for help from the owners of a 
nearby small restaurant, Kacere’s Cafe, whose 
custom ers were largely union members. I he 
Kaceres generously offered the use of their 
place as a soup kitchen for strikers and their 
families.
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Holiday sign reminds passersby that tu rkey and fruitcake were "m ore  than W ilso n ’s ever gave us.”  (C irca 1950s)
Mickey Lockhart recalled: “We went down 
there all the time. They are wonderful 
People, too, I’ll tell you. Every time you had a 
stnke the Kaceres was right there to put up 
their place for a soup kitchen. If som ething 
happened today, we could take over their 
cafe right now. Sure, I worked in the soup 
kitchen, in fact in the 1948 strike I worked 
there when I wasn't on the picket line. You 
tave your duties you do either on the picket 
lne OI they’d assign you to the soup kitchen.
In fact, I even went out begging. You’d go out 
and ask for day-old goods. We even went to 
different stores and put up picket signs to get 
people to stop buying Wilson’s products. 
This one time a few o f the girls and myself, we 
went up to the A&P. The m anager com e out 
and he said, ‘We d o n ’t have no W ilson’s 
products.’ But we knew they did because we 
wrapped the bacon. Just because it d id n ’t 
have ‘Wilson’ on it, still it was from there. We 
done such a good jo b  in local stores that Wil-
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The Kacere family in Cedar Rapids offered th e ir cafe as a soup kitchen fo r  s trik ing meatpackers and th e ir families 
in 1948 and 1957. Here, th ree members o f the Kacere family (on left) receive award from  a local union official.
son had a hard  time getting some of their or­
ders back.”
As the strike continued into its second and 
th ird  m onths, people becam e frustrated and 
angry when W ilson’s started hiring replace­
m ent workers, also known in union circles as
scabs. Strikers bitterly resented scabs because/
their work helped the com pany to hold out 
against the union, and  m ore im portant, be­
cause strikers feared that their own jobs 
would be gone if the strike was lost. In Water­
loo scabs shot and killed a striker, but in Ce­
dar Rapids no real violence occurred. One 
incident m arred  an otherwise peaceful 
strike.
“Well, we were all out on strike," Lockhart 
explained, “and different ones they would try 
to talk to people [strikebreakers] no t to go in 
the plant. And some of the union people 
were talking and thought they’d go out and 
try to talk to these people from Vinton not to 
come in. So my brother-in-law says, ‘Well, let’s 
just take Tom’s car.’ About that time my hus­
band [Tom] walked by and he says, ‘You’re 
not going to take that car unless you take me
along,’ So they all got in the car and they 
drove out and waited for the station wagon 
that was bringing people in and they stopped 
it. But I d o n ’t think anybody had any inten- 
tion of doing any dam age. But when they 
cou ldn ’t talk them  out o f com ing in, some of 
them  got kind o f radical. Things got a little 
out o f hand and one of the fellows pulled out 
a knife and  cut the tire. My husband grabbed 
him and he says, ‘Boy, ju s t what do you think 
you’re doing? We better get out o f here .’ So 
then  they got in the car and com e back to 
Cedar Rapids. W hen the boys got back they 
contacted the union and they were told to go 
ou t o f town. I d o n ’t know if they thought it 
would kind of blow over or what, but it 
d id n ’t. They come back and they were ar­
rested. They d id n ’t arrest all o f them , and the 
ones that they d id n ’t arrest, nobody was go­
ing to tell on them , but they arrested my hus­
band."
The Lockharts and the union then faced 
the prospect of a costly and embarrassing 
trial while the strike was still in progress, a 
trial that might discredit the entire union.
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I he attorney for the un ion  advised them  that 
if several of the accused pleaded guilty to the 
charges, the rest would be set free.
Lockhart continued: “Then after the law­
yer told them  it would be better if somebody 
pleaded guilty, they w anted to know who they 
was going to get. They was trying to get some 
stable guy who could stand to spend time in 
prison. The guy who pulled the knife was 
kind of nervous and excited and kind of went 
to pieces. So my husband volunteered to 
plead guilt)'. Tom said if they would let him 
plead guilty to a lesser charge, his brother, 
Chuck, would take the o ther charge, because 
I was working and I’d get by. T he lawyer was 
telling him that they'd all have to do prison 
terms. You know how they do what they call 
plea bargaining, you get off with less than 
you would if you were convicted by a jury. So 
uiey figured, well, they better go that way be­
cause the lawyer should know best.”
Sentenced on a conspiracy charge to three 
years in Fort Madison for a crim e he d id n ’t 
commit, Tom Lockhart actually spent eleven 
months on a prison hono r farm  near I)es 
Moines. His b ro ther served six m onths at the 
county jail. Tom never re tu rn ed  to W ilson’s 
hut the union com pensated Mickey for the 
time her husband served.
Y°u  asked me if he was bitter. He wasn't 
ieally bitter. He got along good at the farm 
and made friends with the guys there. And he 
was good friends with people from the union, 
too. lie  had nothing against them . They 
hidn t do nothing to him. It was just one of 
them things, that’s all. And when he got an ­
other job driving truck, he went right back in 
the union, strong as ever.”
Tony Fetter______
L a b o r - M a n a g e m e n t
Relations in t h e  P o s t w a r E r a
T he character o f industrial relations changed 
‘‘her World War II. O nce the strike wave of 
the late 1940s passed, unions found an ac­
cepted role in American industrial and politi- 
( M life, but they were com pelled to live under
a new set o f rules governing labor-manage­
ment relations, the Taft-Hartley Act o f 1947. 
The new rules m ade labor’s organizing tasks 
m ore difficult, allowed states (including 
Iowa) to ban the m andatory union shop, and 
took away one o f the C IO 's most effective tac­
tics, the wildcat strike. In the postwar world, 
labor and  m anagem ent had to develop new 
bargaining tools and  cope with new problem s 
while trying to set aside old antagonisms. 
Complex issues concerning productivity, 
time-study m ethods, and safety conditions 
came to dom inate the agenda of labor-man­
agem ent relations in the 1950s. T he genera­
tion o f union leaders who had fought the or­
ganizing struggles o f the 1930s gave way to 
the generation who had fought World War II 
and rem em bered the hard  times of the 1930s 
only as children. The new generation was de­
term ined to avoid ano ther depression and 
learn to deal with m anagem ent by the new 
rules. O ne m em ber of that generation at 
Wilson’s was Tony Fetter, who described his 
first job  there.
“I had no credentials to get a jo b  in the 
packinghouse but I think they looked at me 
and said, h e re ’s a guy that knows how to work 
and is willing to work. I was a strong farm  boy 
and I was not afraid to work. So they hired me 
into the freezer. The work there was practi­
cally all manually done. We would push 
truckloads of m eat with one thousand or fif­
teen hundred  pounds and go into that 
freezer. It was a sharp blast, thirty, thirty-two 
degrees below zero. It was very hard work, 
but it appealed to me. I always thought I was 
tough, you know, it sort o f appealed to me to 
do heavy physical labor. You'd push the hand 
truck probably fifty o r a hundred feet. You’d 
load it up and push it over wooden floors, in 
some instances. If you were lucky enough to 
get it on a steel plate, it would roll very easy, 
but not on wood. I told my forem an at that 
time, I said, ‘Look, we used to have horses on 
the farm. If we hauled a ton of hay we’d put a 
team o f horses on it.’ I said, I 'll be goddam  if 
I’m a horse. I'm  not going to push no fifteen 
hundred  pounds.’ I refused and they said 
they were going to fire me, but they never 
did. We’d argue about it and h e ’d let me go 
back to work. I guess my first impression
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As a com m unity service, local P3 members d is tribu te  holiday turkeys and fruitcakes. (Date o f photo  unknown)
when I came to W ilson’s was, ‘God, these 
people really work hard !’
“W hen I came to work in 1951, and tha t’s 
some tim e after the conclusion of the 1948 
strike, there was still no  contract that we 
could put ou r hands on. Everybody was back 
to work, bu t there was no written agreem ent. 
Things were really tough. T here were a num ­
ber o f scabs in the plant, people who had 
taken the jobs of the strikers. I really d idn ’t 
know what a scab was at that tim e or felt as 
strongly about it as I did probably thirty days 
later. But 1 began to realize then the need for 
organization. I also got the impression that 
there was a certain degree of, well, not neces­
sarily fear, but too m uch timidness on the 
part o f the workers. When confronted by 
m anagem ent and  told by m anagem ent to do 
certain things, there was not enough resis­
tance, I felt. In talking to some of the people 
who w ent through the strike, there was always
som e apprehension. Many of them  worried 
tha t they w ouldn’t get their jobs back. Really, 
during  that period of time they d id n 't want to 
do anything that m ight cause them  to lose 
their jobs. 1 think many o f them  felt after the 
1948 strike that they were fortunate to have a 
job at all."
W ilson’s was the only major packer not to 
sign a m aster contract with the UPWA. In Ge- 
dar Rapids the com pany even filed an unfair 
labor practice suit with the National Labor 
Relations Board against the local union and 
tried to have the local union decertified as a 
bargaining agent for the workers through an 
election. The union won the election but lost 
hundreds o f m em bers em bittered by the fail-
J
ure of the strike and lost wages. Tony Fetter 
took part in rebuilding the local union and 
in ham m ering out a new working relation­
ship with m anagem ent.
“In 1951 or 1952 I would say probably ten
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percent o f the people in the plant were 
strong com m itted union leaders,” Fetter re­
called. T h e  rest were looking to som eone for 
some type o f leadership. T here  were lots of 
people in my age group who were considered 
Johnny-come-latelies, who were not involved 
in the early years o f the union before World 
War II. We came into the p lant at the end  of 
the war and had a different philosophy, I 
think, because we hadn 't been kicked around 
that much in the plant. We d idn 't quite have 
that feeling of bitterness o r fear. T he people 
who had some years o f service with the com- 
pany really felt that they could depend  on 
that for their livelihood. But those o f us that 
were younger d id n 't think we did. We were 
passing through, so to speak. Fire me, I d o n ’t 
care. You know, what the hell, we ll find an­
other job  tomorrow. On the o th er hand, we 
didn’t all have the same attitude o f some of 
the older ones who’d say, ‘D on’t talk to the 
foreman, h e ’s a no-good son-of-a-bitch.’ We 
felt that that wasn't necessarily the right way 
either. We d id n ’t want to socialize with him 
but we had to com m unicate with him. How 
are you going to settle a grievance if you walk 
in and say, You're a goddam  liar.’ We felt we 
couldn’t accomplish anything that way, that 
we had to have a different kind of approach. 
We were coming m ore or less with a fresh 
point of view, I think, that there are o ther 
ways to accomplish things. We felt very 
strongly then, too, that we wanted to educate 
die people and try to build an organization 
diat had some confidence. Some older work­
ers thought we were too soft on the company, 
that we were too willing no t necessarily to ap­
pease but to bargain and  to com prom ise. 
They felt there shou ldn’t be compromises, 
that my generation was too willing to listen to 
the company. We were prone to try reason, 
and they d idn ’t think that was the right way to 
do it. You know, the old way is always hard  to 
change. But the days of ‘We’ll just shut her 
down’ instead o f arguing a grievance were 
over. And I’m no t saying it was all wrong dur- 
lng that time. Many things were accom­
plished by the shutdowns and wildcats. Knife 
sharpening time was granted, no t by negotia­
tions, but by people taking their knives and 
slamming them on the steel tables and yell-
“After 1947, o f course, we had Taft-Hartley 
com ing into being. T he wildcat strikes used 
to be taken for granted. You could shut the 
departm ent down or shut the whole plant 
down. T hen  the com pany began to sue us un ­
der Taft-Hartley, so it began a whole new 
ballgame. You pulled a wildcat or a stoppage 
in a departm ent and the com pany would say, 
‘Okay, you, steward and you, you’re fired. 
You're violating the law. Wildcats are no 
longer legal.' T he approach m anagem ent 
took had a whole new com plexion, and I 
think this is why it became necessary for the 
union to becom e m ore sophisticated. Before 
then, grievances w eren’t being followed 
through as they should because there was a 
degree of fear and lack o f knowledge. Confi­
dence is in knowing what you’re doing. I 
think in many instances, stewards were being 
elected on a popularity basis. They were re­
ally not equipped to handle it. They d id n ’t 
have the  confidence to approach the m an­
agem ent with a reasonable argum ent. This is 
why we stressed education all the time. The 
UAW did it very m uch, too. The CIO at that 
time had training schools, which I was ex­
posed to. You’d com e back from the training 
school, and you were equipped to cope with 
the forem an. It takes m ore time to sit and ar­
gue. W e'd argue all day over grievances. 
Rather than walk in there and dem and and 
walk out, we spent some time to discuss the 
problem . I felt that we were getting m ore re­
sults and the people were beginning to see 
m ore results from the grievance meetings. It 
began to bolster the people to become m ore 
confident and get rid o f their fear.”
M anagement in the 1950s brought new 
challenges to labor. Prom inent in the Wilson 
packinghouse were the efficiency experts 
who introduced time-study m ethods to in- 
crease productivity. This was also the decade 
when unions became m ore conscious of 
safety conditions to ensure the physical well­
being of their m em bers on the job. For effi­
ciency and safety, union members, too, had 
to become experts.
“One of the problem s that slicks out the 
most in my mind from the 1950s would be 
grievances involving jo b  loads,” Fetter re-
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called. “T he company, by virtue of the ir in­
dustrial engineers, was arriving at jo b  loads 
by using time-study, a sophisticated proce­
dure  tha t showed how many people were 
needed  on  a certain job or how fast the chain 
[an overhead conveyor] could run. At first we 
opposed that. We'd say, ‘A in 't no goddam  
tim e study in this plant. How can a guy with a 
stopwatch determ ine what a jo b  load is? 
We’re the ones who are best equ ipped  to do 
that. We know when we’re perform ing  to our 
physical capacity. No guy with a stopwatch is 
going to stand there  and  tell us how hard  to 
work.’ The com pany felt at that time that 
they had the edge on us. In fact, 1 would be­
com e em barrassed in front o f these time- 
study guys. I d id n 't know what the hell he was 
talking about. T here was a degree of inferior­
ity because h e re ’s a guy, big dude out o f col­
lege. I wasn’t equ ipped  to argue with him. 
Some of the locals in the UPWA starting hir­
ing their own union time-study guys. The 
UAW always did. So we’d say, h e re ’s o u r guy 
who knows as m uch as yours. He went to in­
dustrial engineering school, too. We began to 
realize that if the com pany’s becom ing m ore 
sophisticated, we have to, too.
“A nother thing we stressed in the Fifties 
was safety and better working conditions. We 
were able to convince the m anagem ent to 
have lay people, workers, represented  on the 
safety com m ittee, no t ju s t m anagem ent 
people, who, in most cases, would tu rn  their 
backs on unsafe conditions because o f the 
cost involved in improving them . W hen the
unsafe condition was brought to their atten­
tion, they would whitewash it, m ake a token 
effort to try to correct the problem , but 
d id n ’t really seriously try to do it. That's 
when we felt we had to have workers repre­
sented on the safety' com m ittee, if for no 
o th er reason than  to be watchdog, to see 
that things were done. Now we’ve become 
m ore sophisticated. O ur safety director is 
knowledgeable in the law now, is familiar 
with the job and  can identify an unsafe con­
dition and  have some influence in changing 
it because he has status un d er contract now. 
H e is a safety com m ittee member, union 
safety d irector and can do m ore than ju s t sit 
there and  say, ‘We’ve got an unsafe condi­
tion. What are you going to do about it?"'
T he stories o f the five union m em bers o f P3 recall early organizing efforts, working conditions, the needs of war­
time, a losing strike, and the union rebuild­
ing afterward. T he testimony of the five 
makes clear that the m eaning of union tran­
scended wages and  hours, conditions and se­
niority. The union was about people band­
ing together in a com m on purpose, people 
drawing strength from  that com m on bond, 
and  making a decent life for themselves de­
spite the harshness o f their work environ­
ment. T he plant is closed and the union lo­
cal no longer functions, but the accounts of 
these working people survive.
NOTE ON SOURCES
These excerpts are part of longer interviews in the Iowa 
Labor History Oral Project, archived at the State Histori­
cal Society oflowa (Iowa City). Milo Barta was interviewed 
in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, on 4/14/78, by Paul Kelso. Gre­
gory Zieren interviewed the following: John Wolfe 
(Marion, Iowa, 10/25/79); Mickey Lockhart (Cedar Rap­
ids, 11/15/79); Velma Wetzel (Cedar Rapids, 10/13/79); 
and Tony Fetter (Cedar Rapids, 11/2/79).
For secondary sources on packinghouse workers, see 
David Brody, The Butcher Workman: A Study oj Unionization
(Cambridge, Mass., 1964), Walter Galen son, ! he CK) Chal­
lenge to the AIL: A History of the American Labor Movement 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1960), and Leslie F. Orear, Out of the 
Jungle (Chicago, 1968). On World War II. see Nelson 
Lichtenstein, Labor's War at Home: The CIO in World War II 
(New York, 1982). General accounts of American labor in 
the twentieth century include James R. Green, The World 
of the Worker: Labor in Twentieth-Century America (New York, 
1980), and David Brody, Workers in Industrial America: Es­
says on the Twentieth Century Struggle (New York. 1980).
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